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Marriage is the principal form of reproductive interaction in almost all human
societies. Besides geographical isolations that restrict free gene flow between two
human populations, different types of cultural barriers — in the forms of cus-
toms, rules, and attitudes — prevent free intermarriages or extramarital inter-
actions within a population living in any locality and can create coexisting popu-
lation subunits with distinct reproductive identities and maintaining specific
patterns of gene flow within the population. The stratification of Indian popu-
lation based on the caste system presents one of the most interesting examples of
how such cultural barriers affect the free gene flow within a human population.
(Several caste groups coexist interactively in the village communities of India.
Members of each caste group maintain cultural identities distinct from others,
usually have an inherited mode of subsistence, and used to be governed by a caste
council, as well as a village council, in order to minimize any departure from the
group-specific norms or the norms common for all in the community.} Endog-
amy by the coexisting caste groups and exogamy by the clans or family lineages
within such an endogamous caste group have been the two major cultural bar-
riers to free reproductive interactions and have patterned the gene flow within
the Indian populations that have lived as a caste society for more than 1,500 years
(Gadgil and Malhotra 1983). Although many studies discuss variations in the
practices of endogamy and exogamy over time and space in India (e.g., Karve
1961; Hutton 1963; Channa 1979; Chatterjee 1972), one could hardly trace any
study that provides substantial quantitative information regarding the extent of
maintenance (or breaking down) of endogamous barriers by the caste groups.
This age-old system is now‘supposedly facing a crisis from a modernization of
outlook and from a homogenization of cultural diversity through modern sys-
tems of communication. Those with a modern outlock, who favor the abolition
of the caste stratification of Indian society, often consider the promotion of inter-
caste marriages as the most efficient means for it. It is thus necessary to under-
stand to what extent these changes are affecting the traditional patterns of repro-
ductive interactions in Indian populations shaped by the caste system. This study
explores the extent to which the barrier of caste endogamy is still persisting (or
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breaking down) among the populations living in rural set-ups in two different
parts of India and attempts to understand the underlying processes in relation to
that.

Methodology

Two rural Indian populations were selected for this study: one from the north-
western part of Karnataka; the other from the islands of Andaman, an archi-
pelago in the Bay of Bengal (Fig. 1). The Karnataka region exemplifies the multi-
caste village communities than can be assumed to be a more traditional social set-
up than of recent organization. In contrast, the Andaman population is
composed of Bengali refugees belonging to different traditionally endogamous
caste groups, most of whom repatriated within the last 50 years from different
village communities in different parts of erstwhile East Pakistan, now Bangla-
desh. The surveys were done during the periods of June to December of 1990 in
Karnataka and January to April of the same year in the Andaman islands.

In northwestern Karnataka, a total of 383 families were sampled, randomly
chosen from four village communities located at different parts of the districts of
Uttar Kannada and Dharwar (Fig. 1). These families belong to 57 different caste
groups found with varying relative abundances in the local village communities.
Each of these caste groups bears distinct cultural identity in the aggregate of differ-
ences in food habits, dress, language, etc., and each claims to be strictly endoga-
mous. As is typical of Indian caste society, the hierarchical interrelationships
regarding social and religious status between the component caste groups in these
village communities allow each of them to be identified as belonging to a differ-
ent socioreligious stratum. The socioreligious status of any caste group is often
positively correlated with the socioeconomic status of most of the members
of the group (Karve and Damale 1963; Sinha 1967; Roy 1970), thus allowing
coexisting caste groups to be identified as belonging to different socio-religious-
economic strata (for convenience, social strata hereafter). In this study, three
such strata — high, middle, and low — have been defined, to which any of the
caste groups sampled from these village communities belong. All the marriages
involving any of the surviving members of all 383 families have been taken into
account. This gave the total of 960 marriage samples spanning over 75 years
(from 1915 to 1990) involving three generations. Each caste group to which each
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partner belongs, in any of the sampled marriages, has been identified as belong-
ing to any of the three broad categories of socioeconomic strata (high, medium,
and low) recognized in these village communities. Information regarding the
following aspects has been collected for each marriage of each sampled family
using a scheduled questionnaire.

1. Sex and caste-group identity of each partner.
2. Time of solemnization of the marriage.

3. Marriage distance, that is, geographical distance between the parental homes
of the two partners.

4. The comparative socio-religious-economic status of each partner’s caste group
in the community they live, and the social stratum to which the caste group
belongs.

5. Whether the marriage has been accepted socially by the families of both part-
ners.

This survey has been supplemented with interviews and discussion with
people of these communities to obtain relevant qualitative information.

The total population of refugee Bengali now permanently settled in differ-
ent Andaman islands has been estimated with the help of the voter list used for
the parliamentary election and knowledgeable members from different Bengali
settlements on different islands. This estimate shows that there are about 44,640
individuals, with 44,460 of them belonging to 15 different caste groups. (The
distribution of total population sizes of these groups is given in Table 6.) The
remaining 180 individuals belong to a few other groups whose definite identity
could not be established. These populations are effectively isolated from their
mainland counterparts by the huge distance between them, which also sets up
difficulties in communication. This isolation has been further augmented by the
total disruptions of the original geographical distribution patterns of these groups
on the mainland with the events of mass migration by their members from the
traditional localities to different new places. The families belonging to different
caste groups that form the Bengali communities here are originally from differ-
ent village communities from different areas. In many cases, the ancestral
villages of the families now coexisting were geographically far apart and used to
differ significantly in ecological and sociocultural environments. In comparison,
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each of the component caste groups of the village communities surveyed from
Karnataka have been living in the same traditional continuous geographical
distribution for many generations, and most of the families belonging to them
have a much longer history of living within the same community. The popu-
lation sizes of these groups are hardly known to have suffered such fluctuations
as are at present faced by the Bengali caste groups in the Andaman. Families
were randomly selected for the present study from different Bengali settlements
located on different islands (see Fig. 1). Families whose caste-group identity could
not be clearly determined were not included. All the marriages that took place in
these families after settling in the islands (i.e., in the last 40 years) have been
noted. Any double count of marriages during sampling was carefully avoided.
Similar information about another 50 marriages that took place in the families
before their migration from the ancestral village could be collected from some of
the families belonging to different groups. This provides a total of 660 marriages.
For each marriage, information was collected similar to that collected in the
Karnataka survey, by interviewing the respective family members with a sched-
uled questionnaire. This survey for quantifying the marriage patterns was
accompanied by efforts to collect relevant qualitative information and to under-
stand the perceptions of participants about the changing patterns of marriage
interactions in the islands by detailed discussions with the participants of the
commaunities.

Observations and Discussion

The Karnataka Populations

Of 960 marriages sampled, only 50 (5.2%) were intercaste marriages (ICM's),
occurring between partners from two different caste groups. These 50 ICM's
occurred in only 32 families (8.3% of the total 383 families sampled) from 17
different groups (Table 1). (It should be noted that if the group identity of the
other partners is taken into consideration, ICM’s did involve partners from 10
other groups not represented in the families directly sampled. Looked at in this
way, ICM’s occurred in 27 of the 57 groups sampled (47.4%).)

The frequency of 5.2%, for ICM’s computed here, is an overall measure for



TABLE 1

Frequency of Intercaste Marriages (ICM’s) in the Northwestern Karnataka Populations

Total Number %
Marriages sampled %60 100
Number of ICM 50 52
Families sampled 383 100
Families with at least 32 8.35
least one ICM
Caste groups sampled 57 100
Caste groups 17 20.8

with at least one ICM

all sampled marriages that took place in the last 75 years (before 1990). Interest-
ingly, many elder members of these communities often claimed that incidences
of ICM in their communities have increased only during the last 10-15 years.
Their perceptions match quite well with the quantitative pattern observed by
distributing the sampled marriages into different past decades. The last decade
(1981-1990) does indeed show a higher frequency of ICM’s than the earlier dec-
ades. The frequency of ICM in the last decade alone reached 7.8%, whereas it was
only 3.3% of the total sampled marriages that took place in the preceding 65 years
(Table 2). This quantification may be an underestimate, since the present sam-
pling, which is restricted only te rural populations, carries the risk of missing
those families descended from the ICM couples who migrated to urban areas
following their marriages to avoid the sanctions of their caste or village councils
against them. It might be taken as a reasonable minimal estimation of the fre-
quency of breakdown of the endogamous barriers by the coexisting caste groups
during that period.

ICM’s have been documented from groups belonging to all the three dif-



TABLE 2

Proportion of Intcrcastc Marriages (ICM’s) during Different Time Periods in
Northwestern Karnataka Populations

Years before Total Marriages Number of % of
1990 Sampled ICM’s ICM’s
0-10 409 32 7.8
*
Between 10 and 75 551 18 33
Total for 75 years 960 50 52

* The difference in the proportion of ICM’s is significant at p < 0.05; z = 3.168,

ferent social strata. The distribution into three strata of 55 of the total 57 groups,
contributing 931 of the total 960 marriages sampled in the present survey (for the
remaining 2 groups, and the 29 marriages involving them, such data were not
available), shows that the proportion of ICM’s is significantly higher in the lower
strata. There seems to be no statistically significant difference between the
remaining two strata in this respect (Table 3).

Comparing the socioeconomic status of the groups to which partners of an
ICM belong shows that the frequency of the hypergamous marriage (in which the
bride is from a caste group distinctly lower in socioreligious status than that of the
bridegroom) in a sample of 45 ICM’s is 22.2% (for the remaining 5 ICM'’s, such
information was not available and was hence left out), which is indeed more
than the 15.6% of the hypogamous marriages (in which the bride is from a
distinctly higher status group). This difference is statistically significant (x2 value
4.52 rejects at p < 0.05 the null hypothesis of random marriages between these 45
brides and 45 grooms belonging to any of the three strata). But both are dwarfed



TABLE 3

Occurrence of Intercaste Marriages in Different Socio-Religious-Economic Strata
in Northwestern Karnataka Populations

High Medium Low
Number of groups 10 27 18
sampled
Number of groups with 3 8 6
at least one ICM
Total number of 201 519 211
marriages
Number of ICM’s 10 17 23
% of ICM 4.97 3.27 10.45
Difference in the frequency of Significant
occurrence of ICM’s between different strata z value at p <0.05?
High & Medium 0.92792 no
High & Low -2.04936 yes
Medium & Low -3.86645 yes

by the significantly much higher frequency (62.2%) of isogamous ICM’s (i.e., mar-
riages involving partners from caste groups similar in social status). The differ-
ence in the frequency of isogamous marriages is significantly higher at p < 0.01
(by 2 test) than that of either hypergamous or hypogamous marriages and,
furthermore, is higher than that of two together (Table 4).

When information regarding social acceptance by both partners’ families for
each of these 45 ICM’s are considered, analysis shows that a majority of these
ICM’s (58 %) have been socially accepted. Interestingly, most of the hypergamous
(70%) and also of the hypogamous (71%) marriages have not been accepted,
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TABLE 4

Frequency and Rate of Social Acceptance of Hyper-, Hypo-, and Isogamous
Marriages in the Northwestern Kamataka Populations

Number of Number
Intercaste Accepted Number Not
Marriages (%) (%) Accepted (%)
Hypergamous 10 (22.2%) 330%) 7 (70%)
Hypogamous 7 (15.6%) 2 (28%) 5(71%)
Isogamous 28 (62.2%) 21 (75%) 7(25%)
Total 45 26 19
Difference In Frequency In Rate of
between of ICM’s Social Acceptance
Hyper- & Hypo- significant ar not significant at p < 0.05

Hyper- & Iso-

Hypo- & Iso-

Hyper-
+ & Iso

Hypo-

p < 0.05, x = 4.520

significant at
p<001,x2=11.62

significant at
p <001, 2 =12.94

significant at
p <001, %% =14.54

z =0.0189

significant at p <0.05
=-2.53

significant at p < 0.05
z=-2.34

significant at p < 0.05
z=-2.96




whereas a majority of the isogamous marriages (75%) have succeeded in gaining
social acceptance (Table 4).

The sampled caste groups vary widely in their relative abundances in the
local communities where they are found. These varied local abundances of
groups do not appear to have any influence on the frequency of ICM’s occurring
in the respective groups. No significant correlation is found between the relative
abundance of any group in a village community and the frequency of ICM’s in
the marriages sampled from the families of that group living in that community
(product moment r = 0.25 for a sample of 16 groups for which the definite infor-
mation regarding both variables was available; not significant at p < 0.05). Thus,
it seems that when only a few families in a group are found in a local community
(in a village or in a cluster of neighboring villages), the group does not break its
endogamous barrier by preferring marriage partners locally available from
another group. Rather, its members seem to go farther away to find the marriage
partners from their own group. This is indicated by the significant negative
correlation (product moment r = ~0.43; significant at p < 0.05) observed between
the mean marriage distances (i.e., the distance between the homes of the parents
of both partners) estimated for 21 groups (for which the data on mean marriage
distance were available; these include the above 16 groups) and the relative
abundances of those groups in the sampled village communities. The frequency
of village endogamy (in which marriage partners are from the same village) is
only 15.3% in the sampled 960 marriages. The above patterns probably suggest
that every group traditionally might be maintaining a minimum population size
sufficient to supply marriage partners to most of the members of the group.

Patterns for the maintenance and breakdown of endogamy among some
groups included in the present sampling deserves special mention, for example,
the cluster of Muslim groups. Theoretically, followers of Islam are not expected
to divide themselves into any coexisting different breeding populations like
endogamous caste groups. There are five Muslim groups in the populations in
this study, each of which is not only distinct from the others by many cultural
criteria but is also known to prefer restricting marriages within the group. (Until
an outsider becomes close enough, they always claim that free intermarriages
occur among themselves.) A total of 139 marriages sampled here are from these
five groups. Only 6 (4.3%) of these marriages involved partners from different
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TABLE 5

Extent of Endogamy Maintained by Muslim and Hindu Caste Groups
in Northwestern Karnataka

Group Identity of the Spouse

Number
Muslim of Non-
Group N ICM’s Shaikh Sayad Pathan Pinjar Nakhwaji Muslim

Shaikh 72 2 70 0 0 0 0 2
Sayad 5 1 1 4 0 0 0 0
Pathan 14 2 2 0 12 0 0 0
Pinjar 12 1 1 0 0 11 0 0
Nakhwaji 36 0 0 0 0 0 36 0
Total 139 6 (4.3 %)
for Hindu caste groups the difference is not significant at
_ p <0.05, z=0.0319
Total 654 43 (6.5 %)

groups {Table 5). The practice of endogamy to this extent justifies the considera-
tion of these different Muslim population units as equivalent to other caste
groups in the village communities of India.

The other cluster of groups that are worth discussing in this respect includes
groups originating from individuals or families ostracized by the councils of their
parent groups or of the whole community for violating norms specific to the
groups or common to the whole community. They are usually allowed to keep
reduced or no social contact, especially no marriage relationship with the parent
groups even when staying in the same locality; they used to be recognized as a
separate social entity. As could be expected for the members of these families, it
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was therefore very difficult for them to find a marriage partner; usually they
could marry only when someone else who had also been ostracized, either alone
or as a part of a whole family, was available. In this way, ostracized families
might grow in numbers enough, over time, that marriage partners not so closely
related could be available from among themselves. Ultimately, these families
might succeed in gaining a new caste-group identity distinct from others in the
community. '

In this part of the country, families ostracized from the parent groups and
their descendants are usually referred to as Bandi of the parent group, which
indicates the history of their origin. ' Two such units have been identified in the
present survey, the Havik Bandi, which include families ostracized from the
priestly group of Havik Brahmin, and Halakki Bandi, ostracized from the caste
group called Halakki Vokkaliga. Of the 20 marriage samples contributed by these
two groups, 11 (55%) involved partners from other groups. It should be men-
tioned that 5 of these ICM’s were with partners from their parent groups, who
alone or with their whole families had been ostracized from the parent groups
for these marriages. The remaining 9 marriages were within the same Bandi
groups. There are also a few similar distinct population units encountered in the
present survey that originated from ostracized families but that do not bear any
identity with their parent groups by nomenclature, as the Bandi do.

The frequencies of ICM’s in the families of all these ostracized groups are
expectedly quite high. Of a total of 39 marriage sampled from them, 28 (71.8%)
are ICM’s. Excluding this large contribution of ICM’s, the overall frequency of
ICM’s comes down from 5.2% to 2.4% (22 of 921 sampled marriages). But ostra-
cism of a family from its parent group has been a common practice in traditional
Indian caste society, and it is to be expected that these ostracized groups originate
from time to time in any village community. Thus, the higher frequency of
ICM’s in them contributing to the overall average should be taken as a long-
standing phenomenon.

Andaman Bengali Population

The overall frequency of breakdown of endogamy is much higher among
these island populations than among the Karnataka populations. Of the total 660
marriages sampled here, 22.8% are ICM’s. All the 15 caste groups identified in
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the total Bengali populétion of the islands have broken their traditional
endogamous barrier to an extent that ranges from a minimum of 11.5% ICM’s
per group to 100%, with an average of 31.0% ICM’s per group. This extent of
breakdown of endogamy during the last 40 years among the Bengalis in the
islands is certainly much higher than what ever happened in their ancestral
communities. This was the perception commonly expressed by all the senior
people interviewed from these communities. Analysis of the 50 randomly
sampled marriages from these populations that took place during the days of
their ancestral communities support this perception. Not a single ICM occurred
in those marriages.

The distribution of the frequency of ICM’s in different caste groups shows a
clear negative association with the total population size of these groups (Fig. 2).
This association is statistically significant (product moment r = -0.85, at p < 0.05).
Thus, the higher the population of a group in the island, the lower the occur-
rence of ICM’s in it. Two groups, the Rarhi Brahmin and the Kayastha, however,
have a distinctly lower frequency of ICM’s than would be expected from their
lower abundance (Fig. 3). It is interesting to note that these two groups occupy
traditionally the highest strata of the socioreligious caste hierarchy in the village
communities of Bengal.

Although the marriage partners are frequently brought from different
islands, few marriages involving partners from the mainland have occurred dur-
ing the last 40 years. Only 21.4% of the marriages fall into this category (the
mainland marriages). The frequencies of mainland marriages in different groups
are found to have a significant negative correlation (product moment r = -0.64, p
< 0.05) with the frequency of ICM’s in those groups. Furthermore, in most of the
mainland marriages sampled here, the marriage partners brought from the
mainland belonged to the same caste groups (Table 6). A strong positive correla-
tion (product moment r =.0.80, p < 0.05) is found between the frequency of
mainland marriages that took place within a group and the frequency of those
mainland marriages that were endogamous (Fig. 4). When ICM’s do occur, there
has been no apparent preference for marriage partners from any particular group.

It appears that the low population sizes of the caste groups (except one, the
Shiali Namoshudra) in the Andaman islands is most likely putting a heavy con-
straint on their members seeking to find suitable marriage partners from the
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FIGURE 2. Correlation between the population size of a caste group on the Andaman
Islands and the frequency of inter-caste marriages (ICM’s).
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The Patterns of Marriage Interactions in the Bengali Refugee Population of Andaman

TABLE 6

Sampled No. of Endogamous
Marriage Mainland Mainland
Inter-Caste Marriages Samples Marriages Marriages
Caste No. of No. of with
Group Population Families Marriages No. Prop'n. These No. Prop’'n.  No. Prop’n.
Shiali Namoshvdra 27,225 121 452 52 0.115 153 19 0.124 16 0.15 .
Jele Das 6,525 10 i3 17 0.151 2 0.095 1 0.5
Poad 2,790 7 29 15 0.517 25 4 0.174 3 0.75
Rari Brahmin 1,620 13 40 6 0.15 38 17 0.447 15 0.882
Kayastha 1,620 11 31 10 0.32 31 17 0.55 14 0.823
Hele Das 1,440 5 18 12 0.66 17 2 0.117 1 0.5
Saha 945 5 19 9 047 15 4 0.27 4 1
Jugi 584 2 5 3 0.6 5 2 0.4 2 1
Napit 450 3 11 6 0.54 11 2 0.182 1 0.272
Dhani Namoshudra 450 3 9 7 0.77 9 2 0.23 1 0.5
Bari 270 1 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 0
Rajakas 180 2 5 5 1 5 1 0.2 0 0
Buno 180 1 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 0
Teli 90 1 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 0
Kapali 90 1 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 0
Others 130 1 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 0
TOTAL 44,640 NA NA NA
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island populations of the same groups. They also find it difficult and expensive
to communicate with the mainland in order to find marriage partners from the
same group. This situation is obviously expected to force the members of any
such groups to find marriage partners from other groups.

Qualitative information obtained from discussions with people from these
communities also suggests the same pressure. They also explain that uncertainty
and the strenuous life experienced by most of them during the early phase of
migration, in refugee camps or in their early days on the islands, were so acute
that it helped to wear down many traditional group-centered values that used to
direct most of the interactions in their original communities. As a result, inter-
action patterns were more open during those early days. Later, when most of
them found that it was difficult to find marriage partners from their own group,
they decided to marry from any of the coexisting groups, breaking the age-old
endogamous barriers. The absence of any caste council, which used to be the
watchdog in the traditional communities against violations of group norms, like
ICM’s, was an important factor in helping these migrant populations choose this
behavior.

This initial liberal atmosphere in favor of ICM on the islands has been
further supported and perpetuated later by the younger generation adapting to
modern values against traditional caste-oriented values. The breakdown of
endogamy among the caste groups on the islands seems to be positively influ-
enced by this nontraditional social environment, in addition to the demographic
perturbation. This might explain some occurrence of ICM in Shiali Namoshudra
in spite of their apparently large population size. Two of the groups, the Rarhi
Brahmin and the Kayastha, from the top of the hierarchy of traditional caste
communities, stand a bit apart from this general trend. They show a lower fre-
quency of ICM, relative to their population sizes, as well as a higher frequency of
bringing marriage partners from the mainland communities (Table 6). A major-
ity of them express an antipathy toward the liberal atmosphere discussed above.
Discussions with them also revealed that, unlike others, most of them had rela-
tives and friends settle on the mainland with whom they had good contact. Most
of themn did not ever stay in refugee camps and managed to settle in West Bengal,
on the mainland, following their repatriation. They came to the islands in search
of opportunities like jobs with the government or in real estate. This probably
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